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Abstract

Dangers of Handheld Lasers to Aircraft

The FBI, in conjunction with the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), began tracking laser
strikes against aircraft within the Special Aircraft Jurisdiction of the United States in 2005. Since
2005, the deliberate targeting of aircraft by handheld lasers has increased 1,100%. In 2005,
there were 311 reported incidents, followed by 420 in 2006, 643 in 2007, 955 in 2008, 1,527 in
2009, 2,836 in 2010, 3,591 in 2011, 3,482 in 2012 and 3,960 in 2013. In addition to over 17,000
laser attacks on pilots reported by the FAA since 2004, thousands more go unreported yearly;
including strikes against law enforcement aircraft, media helicopters, military, medical
evacuation and search and rescue aircraft as well as foreign air carriers. These incidents often
result in distraction and temporary blindness, which forces pilots to divert or make emergency
landings. This problem is exacerbated by the fact that laser technology has significantly
improved the performance of handheld lasers. Increased internet availability of low cost
handheld lasers also poses a continued problem. As a result, the FBI assesses laser strike attacks
directed against aircraft pose an imminent threat to aviation safety that could result in the loss
of aircraft control and possibly death. To combat this problem, FBI Criminal Investigative
Division initiated a regional laser awareness campaign and reward initiative on February 11,
2014 targeting 12 field office areas of responsibility: Albuquerque, Chicago, Cleveland, Houston,
Los Angeles, New York, Philadelphia, Phoenix, Sacramento, San Antonio, San Juan and
Washington, DC. The increase in awareness has resulted in a 17% decrease in incidents in the
major metropolitan areas and has led to the extension of the campaign through June 3, 2014.



